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      He has saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of His own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time.

      2 Timothy 1:9 (NIV)
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      Julia Radcliffe signed onto the computer at the reception desk in the Beachside Community Church office, ready to start her workday by updating the member database. She tucked her brown hair behind her ears and skimmed through the list of names, noting Cassie and Ryan Mitchell’s new Queensland address. Her best friend had recently celebrated her first wedding anniversary in their new waterfront home, which came complete with a private mooring for Ryan’s yacht.

      An image popped into her head: Sean Mitchell, Ryan’s brother, dressed in a tux at Cassie and Ryan’s wedding. Her face warmed at the memory of her encounter with Sean at the posh Sydney hotel before he’d walked out on her.

      Julia sipped the latte she’d picked up at a Manly café on her way to work. Cassie claimed Sean, her old friend and new brother-in-law, had changed. Was it possible for someone with Sean’s history to turn his life around that drastically in just eighteen months?

      The phone rang, and she transferred the call to Simon, the assistant pastor. Simon was a great boss, and he’d helped her settle into her new role as temporary office manager. She was blessed to have the opportunity to work at her church for a few months covering the office manager’s parental leave and supporting the paid staff in their various ministries.

      The automatic external sliding glass door opened. Liam, the guy she had dated last month, walked through the reception area hand in hand with a slender blonde girl.

      Julia’s stomach dipped and dived toward her toes. No wonder he hadn’t called her after their second date.

      Liam approached her desk.

      “Can I help you?” She kept her polite smile in place.

      “Sally and I have an appointment with Simon at nine.”

      Julia nodded. “Please take a seat and I’ll let him know you’re here.” She picked up the phone handset, professionalism overriding her curiosity. When had Liam and Sally started dating—before or after Julia’s second date with Liam a few weeks ago?

      Simon didn’t answer, and she swallowed hard, realizing she’d dialed the wrong extension. She pressed the correct number and, in a calm voice, told Simon his appointment had arrived.

      Liam sat close beside the blonde on a sofa. They seemed cocooned in their own little world, laughing at something together on his phone. He attended a different church, and he’d told Julia all about his plans for Bible college. Plans that now appeared to include his new girlfriend.

      Julia slumped in her seat and logged back into the database. Her French-manicured nails clicked on the keys as she copied and pasted Cassie and Ryan’s new address. Lord, will I ever meet my future husband? Should I quit dating and accept my lot in life as a single woman?

      She pressed Enter to accept the final changes in the database. Liam and the blonde were now in Simon’s office. Julia glanced at the open sliding door, her pulse quickening to a whole new level of speed as a man entered.

      Sean. What was he doing here? Dressed in a casual shirt and jeans, his gaze darted around the empty reception area before homing in on Julia.

      She held her breath for a moment, catching the flicker of recognition lighting up his face. His hair had grown long. He looked like a surfer boy, with his golden tan and sandy locks that curled over his ears.

      He stopped a few feet away from her desk. “Hey, Julia. I didn’t know you worked here.”

      “I started only a couple of weeks ago.”

      His warm smile widened. “Is Simon around?”

      “You know Simon?”

      “Ryan introduced us at church recently.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know you were attending services here.” Sean had moved to Queensland with Ryan and Cassie not long after their wedding, and Ryan often travelled back to Sydney for work. Julia had chatted with Cassie on a video call last night, and she’d done her best to steer the conversation away from Sean.

      His eyes, the exact color of the sky on a sunny day, sparkled. “I moved into Ryan’s old apartment last week, and he suggested I come here.”

      “Okay.” Maybe Cassie was right. Maybe Sean did now share her faith. Maybe it was real rather than for show, a dramatic turnaround from his attitude and behavior at his brother’s wedding. “Simon’s in a meeting. He shouldn’t be too long.”

      “No problem.” He remained standing by her desk.

      She should ask him to take a seat. She had work to do, but her overflowing email account could wait. Why did she allow his smile to dominate her thoughts? After everything that had happened, she should be immune to his smile and his charm. “I love the harbor views from Ryan’s apartment.”

      “Me, too. I can walk to the beach for my early-morning surf. Do you work here full-time?”

      “Yes, I’m covering my friend Natalie’s parental leave. Right now, there’s more than enough work to keep me busy.” Some days she wondered if she’d ever get through the backlog of admin work she’d inherited.

      “I bet it’s a nice change of pace from your banking job. That must have been stressful.”

      “You’re right. My last couple of personal assistant roles at the bank were crazy busy all the time. I resigned from the bank when I got this job.”

      “Really? That’s a big decision if this job is only temporary.”

      “After eight years, it was time for a change. I was only nineteen when I first started working there.”

      “That’s a long time.” Sean’s phone beeped, and he checked the screen. “I’d better take a seat and let you get back to work.”

      She nodded and swallowed the dregs of her tepid coffee. Her gaze kept wandering in Sean’s direction as she checked her email. He flicked through a magazine, appearing more centered and relaxed than the last time she’d seen him.

      Footsteps sounded in the hall, and Liam appeared with the blonde. She headed for the exit while Liam wandered over to Julia’s desk.

      Julia squared her shoulders, waiting for him to speak.

      “Um, I should have called you,” Liam said.

      “I can see you’ve been busy.”

      A tinge of red shaded his face. “You’re a great girl, and you’ll meet the right guy one day.”

      She groaned, her gaze sliding over to Sean.

      Sean bent his head, studying an unopened magazine in his lap. He was close enough to hear every word.

      She forced her mouth into a smile. “Well, then, I guess I should wish you all the best for Bible college.”

      “Thanks. Sally’s waiting. I’d better go.” Liam turned away and hurried out of the building.

      Sean met her gaze, his lips twitching in the direction of a smile. “His loss. You’re too good for him.”

      More heat invaded her flushed face. “Did anyone ever tell you it’s rude to eavesdrop?”

      He shrugged. “You’re better off without him.”

      “You think so?”

      “I do.” His voice dropped an octave, a teasing lilt matching the playful glint in his eyes. “You’re way too good for him, but he’s not smart enough to work it out.”

      Before she had a chance to respond, Simon appeared in the reception area. “Sean? I’m ready for you now.”

      Sean jumped out of his seat, and the two men walked together down the hall toward Simon’s office.

      Julia nibbled her lower lip. Sean’s flattering words and perceptive assessment of the Liam situation soothed her battered heart. What else could happen to surprise her today?

      Already this morning, she’d found a letter in her mailbox regarding her adoption inquiry. The search for her birth mother had officially commenced after the government agency had misplaced her initial application a few months earlier.

      Fear curled in her belly. She loved her adoptive parents and Billie, her adopted younger sister. Billie had talked her into tracking down the location of her birth parents. Billie was keen to meet her birth mother, but Julia didn’t know if she was ready to meet the woman who had given her life then given her away.

      Before long, Simon reappeared with Sean. She checked the time on her computer screen. What had they been discussing for the past hour? Not that it was any of her business. Instead, she should be thankful Sean had found a church home.

      “Have you taken your morning break?” Simon asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m swamped with the news bulletin and website updates.” Her web skills were limited, and she struggled to do basic text updates, let alone anything more complicated.

      “You won’t have that problem for long,” Simon said.

      She lifted a brow. “Who else is going to do it?” The church had advertised a new position for a website administrator who could take care of their IT needs last month. To her knowledge, they hadn’t found any suitable applicants.

      Sean hung behind Simon like a shadow, checking out the office.

      Simon smiled. “We have a plan. I’ll let you know what’s going on when I bring back your latte and muffin.”

      “Thanks, that sounds great.” She rummaged through her purse and handed Simon some cash. They’d fallen into a routine of taking turns for the midmorning coffee run.

      Simon and Sean walked outside into the sun-drenched paved courtyard.

      She ran her fingers through her straight hair, untangling a small knot. What was going on? It was as though Simon and Sean had become new best friends. Perplexed, she skimmed her email to see if she’d missed any news bulletin announcements.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sean strolled beside Simon to the café across the road, an energetic bounce in his step. His prayers for a new job had been answered this morning.

      Simon halted at the pedestrian crossing. “Julia usually likes a tall latte with no sugar, although she occasionally wants a cappuccino. She likes her low-fat berry muffin heated, too. Blueberry is her favorite, followed by raspberry.”

      “Is this part of my job description?”

      Simon laughed. “No, but she’s a hard worker, and we appreciate her willingness to fill in for Natalie while she’s on parental leave. I assume you know Julia through Cassie.”

      “We met at Ryan and Cassie’s wedding.” Julia had captivated his thoughts since he’d first glimpsed her walking down the aisle in the church. She’d worn a stunning bridesmaid dress, the silky fabric gliding over her curves. Sunlight filtered through the stained-glass windows had brought out the golden highlights in her glossy hair and bathed her pretty face in a soft glow.

      “Weren’t you and Cassie friends, years ago?”

      Sean hung his head, distant memories of partying with Cassie leaving an unpleasant taste in his mouth. “Yes, but I met Cassie when I worked for her father’s company, and Cassie didn’t see much of Julia during that time.”

      “That makes sense.”

      Sean closed his eyes for a moment, thanking God he was a changed man and able to make amends for his past bad behavior. He’d made several enormous mistakes, leading to years of misery and heartache, which had culminated in a stint in a gambling rehab program not long before his brother’s wedding.

      The lights changed, and he crossed the road with Simon, welcoming this new chapter in his life. The opportunity to work with Julia was an unexpected bonus.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Simon and Sean returned to the church office. Julia spun around in her seat, thanking Simon for her latte and muffin.

      The men pulled out chairs from under a nearby desk, making themselves comfortable.

      Sean leaned back in his seat opposite her, cradling a small coffee cup in his hands.

      “What’s up?” She opened her muffin package and sipped her coffee, aware of Sean’s intense scrutiny.

      “I have some news,” Simon said.

      She swallowed a delicious piece of the warmed muffin, the sweet blueberry flavor lingering in her mouth. “Good news, I hope.”

      Simon nodded. “Sean’s going to be working with us.”

      She gulped down a mouthful of coffee, the hot liquid scalding her throat. “You’re kidding?”

      Sean shook his head. “I start tomorrow.”

      She widened her eyes. “How’s this going to work?”

      “Sean’s accepted the website admin job.”

      “Wow.” She turned to Sean. “I didn’t know you’d acquired IT qualifications.”

      Sean shrugged. “I have all the skills needed for the job.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “He’s also going to help you out with general admin and reception when you’re busy.”

      She slouched in her seat, her mind whirling. How had this happened? Why had the church chosen to employ Sean?

      She sipped her latte, switching her attention back to Simon. “What hours will Sean be working?”

      “He’ll be here full-time. You’ll be his supervisor.”

      No way. Her fingers trembled, and she placed her coffee cup back on her desk. All day, five days a week. Sean would be in her work domain. He’d be her responsibility to manage.

      She pursed her lips, staring at the spare desk, less than ten feet away from her own. “And where will Sean be working?”

      “Right here with you,” Simon said. “We’ll all feel happier knowing Sean is with you when we’re out of the office.”

      She nodded. They’d experienced problems with a few rowdy visitors last week. “Do you want me to put aside the web updates for tomorrow?”

      “Yes, please. Sean will take care of them.” Simon ate the last of his muffin and tossed the scrunched-up paper bag into a nearby bin. He stood. “I have a meeting in ten minutes I need to prepare for.” He turned to Sean, his smile broad. “I’ll see you at nine tomorrow.”

      Sean shook Simon’s outstretched hand. “You sure will.”

      The assistant pastor headed down the hall toward his office, drinking his coffee.

      Julia picked at her muffin. “Would you like a piece? I have plenty.”

      “No, I’m good.”

      “You won’t be joining us in our coffee and muffin run?”

      “Probably not.” He stretched out his jeans-clad legs, his feet inches away from hers.

      The phone rang and she excused herself to answer it. She handled the request from a church member and swung back around to face Sean.

      He drew his eyebrows together. “You didn’t know I’d applied for the job? I’m surprised Cassie didn’t tell you.”

      She shook her head. “Congratulations, by the way. Ryan and Cassie must be happy to see you settled.”

      “Actually, the job was Ryan’s idea.”

      “You didn’t want to stay in Queensland?”

      “Nope. There weren’t any vacancies in my field, and I couldn’t work for Cassie at the resort.”

      She nodded. Cassie’s father would veto any attempt by Cassie or Ryan to reemploy Sean in any of his companies. Sean had embezzled a large sum of money and disappeared, losing touch with Cassie and his family. A few years later, he had come out of hiding and they’d discovered he’d taken the money to finance his gambling addiction.

      “Ryan figured a church would be a good work environment for me.”

      “That’s logical.” She drank her latte, inhaling the comforting and familiar aroma. She should have guessed Ryan had lined up the job. Ryan and Cassie had done whatever they could to help Sean overcome his problems.

      Sean rubbed his hand over his clean-shaven jaw, frown lines forming between his eyebrows. “Are you okay with this?”

      “Of course.” She studied her fingernails, putting on a brave smile. “An extra pair of hands will make my life easier.”

      But why did it have to be Sean’s hands? The unique scent of his earthy aftershave mingled with coffee surrounded her. How could she concentrate with him sitting close by all day?

      He cleared his throat. “Why didn’t you return my call?”

      Her mouth gaped, and she was captured by his compelling gaze that demanded answers. “I was busy helping my sister move into my apartment, and you moved interstate a few weeks later.”

      “My phone number didn’t change.” He pushed a couple of unruly locks off his face. “Obviously I was wrong to think we could be friends⁠—”

      “No, that’s not true.” If only it were that simple.

      He shook his head. “At the wedding, you were the one person who I thought understood me. You stood by Cassie when she was struggling to overcome her issues. I could have done with a friend last year.”

      She cringed, the intensity of his hurt smashing into her chest. She had let him down, like too many other people in his life. “I don’t know what to say. You could have called me again …”

      “And act like a stalker?” He laughed. “Another thing to add to my very long list of sins.”

      “Sean.” She whispered his name and pressed her lips together. Now that they were working in close proximity and she was his boss, she needed to try to make this situation right. “I’m sorry. I know your extended family were less than pleasant at the wedding and gave you a rough time.”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “But you could have at least stayed at the reception until Ryan and Cassie left.”

      “You know why I had to leave.”

      “And you know why I had to stay.” She stared into his eyes, pleading with him to understand her situation. “I was Cassie’s bridesmaid. I couldn’t abandon her. You were asking too much.”

      He held her gaze, his blue eyes softening. “I guess you’re right.”

      “Sometimes we have to do things we don’t like for the benefit of others. You should have stayed for the whole wedding to support Ryan and Cassie.”

      “I get that, and I didn’t intend to put you in a difficult situation.”

      She nodded. “And I couldn’t see how I could help you from Sydney. I haven’t even had a chance to visit Cassie in Queensland.” Her unexpected and powerful emotional connection with Sean at the wedding had clouded her judgment. She’d balked at the thought of spending more time with him. And still did. Nothing had changed.

      “Fair enough.” He stood. “I’d better get going. I’ll see you at nine tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      He winked and sauntered out the door.

      She dropped her head into her hands. Her peaceful working life would never be the same.
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      Sean checked the time on his phone as he raced into the church courtyard. Nine-fifteen. He was late for his first day at work.

      He’d stopped outside the sports store up the road, despite knowing he was short on time. The Jet Ski he’d spotted in the window yesterday was on sale, and he’d salivated over the prospect of riding it in Sydney Harbour.

      Sean ran his fingers over his short hair, his heartbeat accelerating. A haircut for his new job should build his confidence, but it wasn’t working. Fallen leaves crunched underfoot, blown around the spacious courtyard by the tangy ocean breeze.

      His financial situation wasn’t great. Dismal was a more appropriate description. He couldn’t afford to forget how much trouble he’d gotten into when he’d impulsively spent large amounts of money on credit. Or his foolish attempts to recoup the money by gambling and other reckless means. Ugh. If only he could erase the image of the sleek Jet Ski from his mind.

      He slowed his pace at the entrance to the church office, inhaling a few deep breaths. Julia might be late this morning. He peered through the glass.

      No such luck.

      Julia sat behind her desk, her lustrous hair hanging loose about her shoulders as she concentrated on the computer screen.

      He stepped through the open sliding door into the reception area.

      She frowned, glancing at the wall clock. “You’re fifteen minutes late.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I slept in and⁠—”

      She flicked her hand through the air, gold bangles jingling. “I don’t need to hear your excuses. Please make sure it doesn’t become a regular thing.”

      “Okay.” The stony expression in her green eyes resembled a drill sergeants. What had he gotten himself into with this job?

      She stood and walked around her desk, her slender legs encased in black, tailored pants. Low heels adorned her petite feet.

      He looked at his navy polo shirt and jeans. “Have I messed up on the dress code, too?”

      She cracked a small smile, her gorgeous eyes softening. “I’m meeting my parents for lunch. They always insist on dining at their friend’s posh harborside restaurant.”

      “The Vegemite sandwich I packed this morning sounds very ordinary compared to your lunch plans.”

      She laughed, adjusting the cuff of her pale blue silk shirt. “I do normally wear casual clothes to work.”

      “Right.” He let out a big breath, liking the melodic tone of her laughter.

      She pointed to the desk on the back wall. “You’ll be working here, and I’ve put some of the website updates for this week in your in tray. I’ll email you the rest.”

      “Thanks.” He threw his backpack under the desk. “Does anyone else use this computer?”

      “Yes.” She sat back in her seat. “The youth worker and the pastoral care worker, but they usually prefer to work in a vacant office or meeting room where they won’t be interrupted.”

      “No worries.” He adjusted the office chair and spun around to face her. If he stretched out his leg, he could tap her knee with his foot. The office seating arrangement was probably too cozy for her liking. “What do I need to get done today?”

      “Thursday is printing day.” She grabbed a bundle of papers from her desk. “I’ll get you to proofread these sheets for the different services, then we’ll crank up the printer and start collating all the inserts.”

      He glanced at the colorful A5 fliers. “How long does this take?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Too long when I don’t have anyone helping me. Thankfully many people have switched to the electronic version.”

      “Otherwise this would take you ages to finish.”

      “You got it. The senior ladies hold a morning tea on Thursdays in the hall. We’ll have quite a few visitors who’ll drop in for a chat, which will slow our progress.”

      “I guess it’s best if you handle that side of things.”

      She grinned. “They’re a sweet bunch, and they’ll probably all think you’re adorable. Don’t worry. Smile and nod. You’ll be all right.”

      “Okay.” Did she find him adorable? He wasn’t convinced he’d cope well chatting with sweet senior ladies. Especially if they were nosy and started asking questions about his past.

      “I’ll also teach you the phone system so you can look after the reception desk while I’m at lunch.”

      He nodded. “Is there a list of staff names somewhere?”

      “Right here beside the phone on my desk.” She pointed to a magenta spiral notebook. “You’ll only need to know the extensions for John, our senior pastor, and Simon. By the way, Simon wants to meet with you after lunch to discuss plans for expanding the church website.”

      “No problem.” He had ideas for creating an app and expanding their online video streaming. “I’m looking forward to coding again.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Where did you learn website design?”

      He paused, wary of sharing too much information from his past. “Bali.”

      “Bali.” She twirled a pen between her fingers. “Is that where you were hiding out a few years ago?”

      He dropped his gaze, refusing to look into her eyes and reveal the pain of those lost years. “Among other places. I lived in a beach shack, surfed, and paid my way by building and maintaining websites.”

      “You took a course in Bali?”

      He looked up. “An online course. I really enjoyed it. I discovered I liked playing around with websites.”

      She nodded, her eyes darkening. “It’s good you learned a useful skill.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I know what you’re thinking.” Better to get this conversation out of the way sooner rather than later.

      “Really?” She curled a lock of hair around her finger. “And that would be …”

      “I’m a changed man. Your petty cash box is safe.”

      She lifted a well-groomed brow. “I’m trying to give you the benefit of the doubt. I guess time will tell.”

      “You can trust me.” His gaze locked with hers. “I’m a hard worker, and I’ll prove to you my faith has helped me become a better person.”

      “Okay, then.” Her cool tone belied her words.

      His shoulders slumped. “You can’t forget my past, can you? Did Cassie tell you what happened?”

      She lowered her long lashes, studying her fingernails. “Cassie is my best friend, and we’ve been friends since school. We tell each other pretty much everything.”

      “Oh.” He dragged his hand over his short hair, staring at the beach landscape print on the wall. “I’m not proud of some of the things I did a few years ago. I’m trying to put it all behind me.”

      She twisted her hands together, flexing her fingers. “I realize this. I can see you’re different compared to when I first met you.”

      He nodded. “I’m working through a program, and I rely on my faith to help me get through the day. It often isn’t easy, but I do what I’ve got to do.”

      “I’ve been praying for you.”

      He lifted his chin. “You’re serious?” This was the last thing he’d expected to hear. She hadn’t forgotten about him after the wedding.

      The corners of her mouth turned up in a hint of a smile. “Ryan and Cassie are proud of the progress you’ve made.”

      “Do you think we can work together?”

      “If you’re true to your word and work hard, everything should be fine.”

      It was all up to him. His actions would determine whether or not he was successful in this job. Ryan had offered him a lifeline, and he had to do his best to make this opportunity work. Both Ryan and Simon had put their faith in him. He needed to live up to the task.

      Insecurities plagued Sean, eroding his fragile self-confidence.

      He squashed them, determined to ignore any negative thoughts. He could do it. This time, he wasn’t going to mess up. This time, he had his faith to give him strength and hope.

      He prayed God would carry him through each day and keep him on a steady path. His life depended on it.
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        * * *

      

      Julia located her parents in the restaurant sitting beside an enormous floor-to-ceiling window. She strode across the busy dining room toward them.

      Her parents waved as she approached their white linen-covered table.

      She smiled, looking forward to catching up with them over a short lunch. After reprimanding Sean this morning for being tardy, she didn’t want to be late back from lunch.

      Julia greeted her parents and slid into a vacant seat, her gaze sweeping over the sailboats anchored in the harbor.

      “I’m so glad you could make it, dear,” Frances said.

      “I can’t stay long.”

      Her father nodded. “I’ve already ordered your favorite prawn salad.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Billie couldn’t make it,” Mum said, “but she’ll meet you at the church at five.”

      “No problem.” Billie worked in a Manly podiatry clinic, and often cancelled lunch engagements at short notice if her morning appointments ran late.

      Frances furrowed her brow, her expression serious. “Billie mentioned you received the letter.”

      “Oh.” Julia tucked her hair behind her ears. “I was going to tell you about it over lunch.”

      “Did they say how long the search would take?” her mother asked.

      She shrugged. “Who knows? They may even lose my application again.”

      Mum, more than Dad, had been struggling with her and Billie’s quest to find their biological parents.

      Bruce shook his head. “Bureaucracy runs amok again. The process isn’t easy for you, sweetheart.”

      “I may come up empty if my birth parents chose to remain anonymous.”

      Frances blinked, unshed tears gleaming in her hazel eyes. “Honey, I wish there was something I could do to help.”

      A waiter arrived with Julia’s prawn salad and a seafood platter for her parents.

      She sipped her ice water. “Mum, no one will ever be able to replace you in my life. You know that.”

      “I knew the day would come when you and Billie would choose to search for your birth parents. I didn’t realize it would be this hard.” She dabbed her eyes with her linen napkin. “I’m sorry. I’m ruining everyone’s lunch.”

      Her father reached across the table and held her mother’s hand. “It’s okay. I’ll say grace and we can focus on enjoying our lunch.”

      Julia closed her eyes and listened to her father’s words. She was blessed to have two parents who loved her and had encouraged her to grow in her faith.

      Yet a part of her yearned to know the people who had brought her into the world, to discover her genetic background and learn if she had brothers or sisters or an extended family she’d never known.

      Julia opened her eyes and gave her mum a bright smile. “Whatever happens, you’ll always be my mum and I’ll still love you.”

      “I know.” Frances lowered her gaze and picked up her cutlery. “I just want my precious girls to be happy.”

      “We’ll be fine,” she said, her voice a little bit shaky. New doubts about the wisdom of her search filled her mind.

      Julia sampled a bite of her shrimp salad, savoring the fresh, salty flavor. “These prawns taste better than I remember.”

      “You should try the lobster next time,” Dad said.

      “Maybe I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Julia arrived back at the church office after lunch with one minute to spare.

      Sean looked up from her desk, surrounded by half a dozen elderly church ladies talking in loud voices.

      He blinked a few times. “I’m glad you’re back.”

      She nodded, suppressing a giggle. “Hi, ladies. I thought you’d all be at lunch by now.”

      Mrs. Smith picked up her maroon purse off the edge of the reception desk, her wrinkled hands fiddling with the clasp. “The senior’s special at the club finishes at two, and we thought we’d get acquainted with Sean since he’s new.”

      Sean’s eyes pleaded for Julia’s assistance.

      “You know, it’s time for him to have lunch. We don’t want him to run late for his meeting with Simon this afternoon.”

      Mrs. Smith’s watery eyes gleamed. “Yes, dear, we wouldn’t want to get him into trouble. We’ll see you both next week.”

      He nodded. “We’ll be here.”

      The ladies took their leave, and Sean exhaled a big sigh. “Are they always this, um, chatty?”

      “It depends. You’ll be a novelty for a few weeks. Did they mention their unmarried granddaughters?”

      “Aha. It all makes sense now. You did warn me.”

      She laughed. “I can tell you the names and vital statistics for all their bachelor grandsons. Have you been attending the morning service?”

      He nodded. “They remembered me.”

      “Then it might be a good idea to attend the evening service for a while. Until the dust settles and all.”

      “Do you go to the evening service?”

      “Yes, and I help out with the younger youth group on Sunday mornings.”

      “That’s good. Other than the ladies hanging around, nothing much happened while you were at lunch.”

      “I’m glad. You need to take your hour for lunch now, and Simon should be ready to see you when you get back. I’m pretty sure he has allocated a couple of hours for your meeting.”

      “Okay.” Sean grabbed his backpack. “Can you let Simon know I’ll be in the lunchroom if he needs to see me earlier?”

      “Sure thing. Enjoy your Vegemite sandwich.”

      “I will.” He waved goodbye and disappeared down the hall.

      Julia wheeled her chair back to her desk and tidied up her work area. Thanks to Sean’s help this morning, she was way ahead of schedule and ready to start collating the first batch of Sunday news bulletins.

      She lined up the multicolored piles of paper in order and started folding the news sheets.

      Later in the afternoon, she pulled the final ream of paper out of the printer. The news bulletins were done. All she had left to do tomorrow was sort the lesson materials for the Sunday morning children’s programs.

      She checked her watch. Billie should be here in five minutes. She’d hardly seen Sean since lunch. He’d been holed up in Simon’s office, and she’d liked having the office space to herself again.

      Minutes later, Billie breezed through the door.

      “Hi, Jules,” Billie said. “Did you have a nice lunch with Mum and Dad?”

      “It was okay, except for when Mum got upset about our adoption search. Why did you have to say something?”

      “Because you probably would have chickened out on telling them like you did last time.”

      Julia frowned. “I hate to see Mum upset.”

      “She’s worried she’ll lose us,” her sister said. “As if we’d abandon her and run off with our biological mothers.”

      “Next time, can you please let me tell Mum my news in my own time?”

      Billie lifted a brow. “It’s no big deal.”

      “It is to Mum.”

      “She’ll get over it. Dad’s not too phased by it all.”

      Dad and Billie had a pragmatic streak their emotional mother lacked. Julia sometimes wondered if Billie took anything seriously. Or maybe she buried her feelings so she could live in denial and not be forced to face anything. What would happen if Billie’s search for her biological parents didn’t yield the result she wanted?

      Julia called Simon to tell him she was leaving for the day. She collected her purse, then followed Billie out the door.

      Billie gave her a conspiratorial smile. “How’s working with surfer boy going? He’s easy on the eyes, that’s for sure.”

      She elbowed her sister in the ribs. “Don’t say that. Someone might overhear you and get the wrong idea.”

      Billie laughed. “You need to chill. I wouldn’t mind working all day, every day, with someone like him.”

      “It’s not as great as you think.” Julia refused to admit that Billie might be right. Her sister didn’t know the details about Sean’s ugly past. If Billie knew the truth, she wouldn’t be encouraging Julia to think of him as a romantic prospect.

      “Cassie has great taste in men,” Billie said. “Are you sure there isn’t another cute brother hiding away somewhere?”

      “You’ve seen the wedding photos.”

      “I’m a bit disappointed I couldn’t meet him in the flesh today. Does he look as good in person as he does in the photos? I’ll have to drop in on you at work to check him out.”
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